Tom  Haney  relays  bids  to  auctioneer  Martin  Higgenbotham  before  a  capacity  crowd  at 
Masterpiece  Gardens. 
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Auction  results  fulfill  owner's  dream 
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Curtis  said  the  $1.3  million  will  cover  his 
time  and  expenses  for  the  past  seven  years 
and  he  hopes  to  have  enough  left  to  donate 
to  a  couple  of  area  churches.  Curtis  already 
has  donated  the  entire  inventory  of  the 
Masterpiece  gift  shop,  including  showcas¬ 
es,  to  the  Burns  Avenue  Church  of  God  in 
Lake  Wales. 

Angels  had  been  erected  on  the  grounds 
and  the  area  “rid  of  all  evil  spirits”  several 
weeks  ago,  he  said,  crediting  that  with 
changing  the  auction  date.  Curtis  said  he 
had  planned  to  auction  the  property  in 
January,  which  turned  out  to  be  the  morn¬ 
ing  of  the  hardest  freeze  in  four  years . 

“Everything  is  great,”  Curtis  said  as  the 
auction  wound  down  Monday  afternoon. 
The  monkeys  that  populate  the  woods  had 
sold  for  $85  each,  the  skyride  had  sold  for 
$3,000,  Hazel  the  wondering  bear  had 
drawn  only  $200  and  her  son  $100,  and  18 
deer  had  sold  for  up  to  $410  each  —  “a  lot  of 
doe,”  as  Lake  Wales  YMCA  director  Bob 
McNair  quipped. 

McNair  was  there  to  make  a  grandstand 
play  of  his  own.  unsuccessfully  attempting 
to  buy  two  sets  of  bleachers  for  the  YMCA 
facility  under  construction.  He  stopped 
bidding  and  went  home  when  the  price  hit 
$150  each. 

Most  of  the  humor  came  as  the  animals 
were  sold.  Higgenbotham  explained  that 
buyers  were  responsible  for  removing  the 
animals,  adding  that  “my  men  ain’t  for 
loading  bears.” 

He  pleaded  with  spectators  to  raise  their 
bids  for  the  deer,  explaining  that  “I  know 
people  that  have  spent  $5,000  trying  to  shoot 
one.” 


“How  did  I  get  in  this  monkey  business 
anyway?”  he  asked  after  explaining  that 
workers  had  been  able  to  cage  only  seven 
monkeys  before  the  sale.  He  said  workers 
will  try  to  catch  the  rest  —  estimated  to  be 
between  200  and  1,000  —  in  the  next  45  days 
before  the  closing  date  on  the  property. 
After  that,  he  said,  the  monkeys  that  have 
eluded  capture  will  remain  free. 

“I  have  no  idea  how  many  monkeys  I 
have,”  Higgenbotham  said.  “I  cap’t  imag¬ 
ine  how  I  got  in  this  mess.  ” 

Jack  Critten,  of  Pet  Farm  Park  in  Res- 
ton,  Va. ,  said  he  will  pay  $85  a  piece  for  all 
the  monkeys  caught. 

Curtis  said  he  sold  Masterpiece  Gardens 
because  he  couldn't  “compete  with  the 
mouse”  and  other  major  Central  Florida 
attractions.  Since  the  gas  shortage,  Curtis 
said  attendance  has  declined. 

But  there  was  no  shortage  of  people  at 
the  attraction  Monday. 

“She’s  not  used  toall  these  people.”  said 
Alice  Alford  as  she  apologized  for  the  fail¬ 
ure  of  one  parrot  in  the  bird  show  to  per¬ 
form  for  the  crowd.  Ms.  Alford,  who  will 
begin  looking  for  a  new  job  today,  said  that 


since  she  started  working  at  the  attraction 
about  four  months  ago.  only  small  groups 
have  been  on  hand  for  most  shows. 

Arthur  Gillette  of  Magic  Forest  in  Lake 
George,  N.Y.,  purchased  the  four-bird 
show  for  $5,500.  although  Higgenbotham 
claimed  untrained  macaws  are  worth 
$6,000  each. 

Even  so,  Gillette  said  he  got  no  real  bar¬ 
gain.  “I  paid  enough,”  he  said.  “These 
birds  have  lost  more  tricks  than  they 
know.” 

By  the  end  of  the  auction  in  late  after¬ 
noon.  almost  everything  that  wasn't  per¬ 
manently  attached  to  the  ground  or  build¬ 
ings  had  been  sold,  including  some  items 
that  even  the  auctioneers  couldn't  de¬ 
scribe. 

“I  don’t  know  what  they  are.  but  for  $20 
they're  worth  it,”  Higgenbotham  said  as 
his  assistants  held  up  miniature  replicas  of 
some  of  da  Vinci’s  inventions. 

“Whatever  it  is,  it’s  a  real  nice  one,"  he 
said  in  seeking  bids  on  another  item . 

“You  never  know  what’s  going  to  happen 
at  auctions."  he  repeated  throughout  he 
day  as  some  items  drew  higher  prices  than 
expected  while  others  sold  for  less. 
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